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I was fascinated to see this ancient custom still being ob-
served in Sinai. The Arabs below were all attached to the
monastery, and are known as the Jebeliya. Their tribe has
nothing to do but wait near the monastery and tackle any
outdoor jobs that have to be done. It is said that these people
are not Arabs by blood, but are descendants of a hundred
Roman slaves from the Black Sea, and a hundred Egyptians
whom the Emperor Justinian transferred, with their wives
and families, to protect and look after the monks when the
monastery was first built. The monks have fed them for
centuries and, as I was about to witness, still do so every
morning at nine o'clock.

First, bundles of firewood were pulled up at the end of a
rope, and in return bread was let down to the poor ragged
creatures at the foot of the wall, who leapt up to receive it
and frequently quarrelled over it. I was told that no Arab
is supposed to receive the bread dole two days running.

It seems strange that the monks still hold all commercial
relations with these Arabs by means of a rope and pulley, for
surely all danger of an attack is now over. Though the
JebeMya are now Moslems, their ancestors were once Christian,
and perhaps a relic of Christianity is an hereditary reverence
for the monks, whom they believe to be magicians gifted with
the power to bring rain or to withhold it. This belief is as
strong to-day as it was when Burckhardt visited the monastery
in 1816 and heard a good story about it. It seems that the
Bedouin believe that the rain of Sinai is caused by the opening
and the shutting of a book which the Lord gave to Moses on
the summit of Mount Sinai, which book, they think, is in the
possession of the monks. One day, says Burckhardt, a Bed-
ouin, whose camel and sheep had been washed away in a tor-
rent, rode up to the monastery and fired his gun at it, and
when asked the reason, indignantly exclaimed: "You have
opened the book so much that we are all drowned! "

The rules of the monastery allow only three of the Jebeliya
to enter at one time, and no Bedouin is allowed to sleep inside
the walls. They live mostly in the garden and the sheds out-
side. I had a good look at these people, wondering if any
trace of their peculiar origin still remained in their faces,
but I failed to see any: they looked to me much like other